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Adrian chemical puzzle

CJ^lprit sought in cancer deaths
By JOHN BRODEH 
Hvn tun Wrtur

ADRIAN — A puzzling number 
of cancer deaths among persons 
living near a silicone plant north­
east of Adrian has touched off a 
search by state and local health 
officials for a possible chemical 
cnlprit

A heck last week by the
Una\. stmty Health Depart­
ment in response to an anonymous 
letter confirmed at least 12 deaths 
in the last 10 years, and officials 
planned a more thorough exami­
nation which, they said, could 
turn up more. Involved is a 
sparsely populated rural area 
covering slightly more than a 
square mile.

While officials caution that the 
rate be statistically insignifi­
cant chigan Departments of 
Publi. ..ealth and Natural Re­
sources have ordered full-scale 
tests of air and water emissions 
from the SWS Silicones plant to see 
whether chemicals may have es­
caped from the facility and 
contaminated nearby homes and 
water supplies.

THE AGE RANGE of the confirm­
ed vi was from five to 73 
years, ,he tumors were found 
in the breast, lung, colon, bladder, 
rectum, bone, liver, lymph glands, 
ovaries and brain. There was also 
one case of leukemia.

The clustering of cancen near 
the plant “indicates possibly a 
higher incidence there” than 
might he expected, said Dr. John

Isbister, the sttte’s top disease con­
trol officer. He said the situtation 
— while possibly only a coinci­
dence — merited further study of 
death records and plant emissions.

SWS Silicones, a subsidiary of 
the Connecticut-based Stauffer 
Chemical conglomerate, manufac­
tures silicone products used in 
caulking, cosmetics and automo­
tive sealants.

Its Adrian plant showed up on a 
nationwide list of 3,383 potentially 
hazardous toxic dump sites releas­
ed by a congressional committee 
earlier this month.

ON THAT U8T—and on a similar 
inventory being prepared by the 
State Department of Natural Re­
sources (DNR) — were an evapo­
ration pond and a landfill on the 
plant property in Raisin Township 
BortheMt of AdriJUL

DNR water quality acientlsts 
nicknamed the pond “the black la­
goon” after tests conducted Sept 
24 turned up what thn called 
“alarmingly high levels” of me­
thyl chloroform, a toxic com­
pound used in the manufacuture 
of pesticides and cleaning sol­
vents. Tests have not yet 
determined whether methyl 
chloroform induces cancer in ani­
mals or humans.

“The tests upset our water qual­
ity people Immensely,” said DNR 
Deputy Director OJ. Scherschligt 
“It’s bad stuff as far as we’re con­
cerned. We were lad to believe (by 
company officials) that it wasn’t 
being discharged into the lagoon, 
and that's just not true.”

IN ADDITION, plant officials ac­
knowledge burying 5,100 tons of 
chemical wastes in a landfill on 
the plant site between 1965 and 
1971. And while Dr. Leonard 
Bruner, SWS Silicones vice-presi­
dent and plant manager, said ha 
has “no indication of any hazard­
ous materials leaking out” of the 
barrels, DNR officials aren’t 
convinced and have schednled 
tests of ground water bents th the 
pit

Bruner said the barrels buried 
on the plant grounds contain' 
resins, oils, eludes and heavy 
metals which are left over from 
the company’s manufacturing pro- 
cesatt.

“They would not be on any list 
of high toxldty materials, but yon 
might find some lists that would 
characterize them as hazardous or 
toxic,” Bruner said.
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He said none of the chemicals 
currently in use at the plant are 
considered toxic — but a list sup­
plied to DNR by the company in­
cludes 25 “potential or confirmed 
carcinogens," according to Dennis 
Swanson of DNR’s Office of Toxic 
Materials Control.

BWANSON DECUNEO to identify 
the chemicals. He said the DNR 
must promise the confidentiality 
of such Information — at least 
until legal action is tsken — if the 
company wishes to protect trade 
secrets from competitors.

In the anonymous letter that 
brought the matter to the atten­
tion of Lenawee County health 
officials, the author said: “I wish 
to express my deep concern about 
the environment” immediately 
tttrroiuuUng th6 pUukt.

“Not only people but animals 
have died, often with tbs very 
same symptoms," the letter said. 
“Even with the small area I would­
n't have thought so much of it if 
these people bad died of unrelated

THE LETTER U8TS19 persons liv­
ing near the plant who the writer 
said have died of cancer recently. 
A check of Lenawee County death 
records showed that at least 12 of 
those on the list bad died of some 
form of cancer within the past 10 
years.

The variety of cancers and the 
brpad age range makes the medi­
cal detective work more difficult,

said Frederick Keeslar, Lenawee 
County environmental health spe­
cialist “If we knew the contami­
nant, our Job would be a lot easier. 
It’s most difficult to trace 
something backwards from death 
records.”

Officials, though, are centering 
their search for a possible source 
of contamination on SWS au- 
ctmes, because of its proximity to 
the homes of the cancer victims 
and a history of complaints of nox­
ious odors emanating from the 
plant

“EVERYBOors pretty sensitize 
to chemical problems down hmre,” 
said Keeslar, referring to the re­
cent publicity generated by the 
contamination of parts of nearby 
of Adrian with Curene 442, a sus­
pected carcinogen manufactured 
until six months ago by the Anda^ 
BOD Development Cm

This situation reminds me of 
where we were when we first 
found out about (hirene,” Keeslar 
said. “We Just can’t ignore some­
thing like this letter.”

Plant manager Bruner feels the 
people of Adrian may be somewhat 
oversensitive.

“I’m quite confident there aren’t 
any problems associated with this 
operation.” he said.

“We understand that people will 
be concerned. But Fm comforuble 
working here. I drink from fits 
same well as everyone else and 
seam to be thriving.*
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Victim had friends
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he iost to cancer
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Rocco says they aU breathed the 
Uny slivers that floated in the air and 
coated surfaces.

pounds, maybe more." Rocco says. 
“They bad to get rid of them, so they 
trucked 10-15 of them a week to the 
mill to be sawed up.
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* ' A victim fish ts off cancer

Model maker recalls\dusi» fumes in shop
;;:tyDOUGWUOfO|n. ' I

flltWt tWf WrH#r %EugeoA Rocco, who used to woifk In Fisher 
Body’s wood model shop, didn't sleep well ^or 

1 neerly two months after he 4eam«d he had can* 
car. Ha says it was almpat as If ha could laal it 

' chewing on his lung like‘a black rat."
Tha lung was ramoved in March, 1971, and 

, now St and living on a disability pan*' 
. taH(a«boi>l^ mnob ibckler he wu than 
aof hia;ooTtrwkan at the General Mototp 

(at from bis Warren home, 
hire, I knew a lot of those guys,': Rocco says, i 

("dlTefia^fey Sweartngan... ttay ware good : gaoMmnbmi^wsfa>«««dQ«tofdM.ni^

where I worked all the time.”
,'Pwisl and Swearingen died of brain cancer. 

Twist at S7 and Swearingen at tt. They are two 
Of eight wood workers from the same shop who 
have died of cancer in ra^tyeftfs. ^

w AU, SINCE a worried co-worker of Eugene Rocco a^ the dead men brought his fears to 
The Detroit News, 40 cancer deaths and 2S cases 
of cancer have been confirmed at General 
Motors, Chrysler and Ford wood ahqpa-*- and 
ft Independent voo4 job chop!.
’ The National Inadtote of Occupational Safety 
and Health, a federal assncy, is investigating to.. 
datnrmlns wbathas syifottlty in wood

shops is causing the eancars. CM is surveying 
the health records of all persons who have 
worked over the last 10 years in 1$ of its wood 
shops in four sutas, tq determine the dlman*, 
lions of the sltnation.

Rocco wu one of 10 wood machine operators 
working on shapers, rooters, joiners, planes 
and various saws in the mill that serves the

,'f I

Fisher Body wood modeling shop at the Tachr 
Center.

. ,*Yw oouisMi't WMT a maah 
.. . ...TItay efcacuraJ wMoa.

OiM alp and yau aouM 
loaa a flagar.* — Roaaa
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AgnOuiCapmlBuanu
hkhiIAN pnvEM received pUu- 

dlts from Gov. William G. Milllken 
last week at the Energy Expo in Da- 
troitf Coho Hall for conserving gaso­
line and switching to more fuel- 
efficient cars. But, as p so often the 
case, the good news wu ascompuilsd 
by some bad news.

Those conservation efforts, la­
mented tha Michigan Pepartmant of 
Transportetlon, are amtlng v into 
highway revenues.

The Transportation Department 
said that despite 2-cent-a-gallon fuel 
tax Increases and a 30 percent raise 
in license plats fees which took ef­
fect this year, revenues were only
•lirvltOlv saw\ AerAW lunO ivabw

labored long bouri ironing out a 
compromise bill.

"If you could (mly have seen the 
notes we passed back and forth — wa 
all got quite a kick out of it,” one be­
mused oommittsa member said. *Wo 
hadn't heard from him except to 
blast us for some of our early work.”

' UFE'I lEEN somewhat of a pain 
these days for two state senators. 
Richard Allen, R-Lansing, is hob­
bling around with a cast on his right 
leg as the result of a torn Achilles 
tendon suffered in a touch football 
game. And Jack Faxon, D-Detroit,
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Creditors slap
* *

State Police with 

collection suits
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LANSINO — Bridgeport mechanic Ron Gobeyn and tho huge 
Amoco Oil Co. are among hundreds of creditors waiting tor the 
Michigan Sttte Police to pay its bills.- - 

Gobeyn said yesterday the agency owee him nearly $15,000 in auto 
repair bills. Two weeks ago, Amoco sued the lUte for nearly a half* 
million dollars for gasoline.

“We’re fully ewere of the problem. ' ' ''
but there’s nothing this agency can _ f _ f _ _ Jdo about it right now,” said Mirk llQICiQnfl 
Molenda, State Police director of
business administration. ”It’s an >___ ■________,___
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company officials) that it waant 
higher incidence there” than being discharged into tbe lagoon, 
mlgiit be expect^ said Or. John end that’s Jut not tme.**
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Victim had friends
*

he iost to cancer
Conttmwd from Pate « ponnds, maybe more," Rocco says.

Rocco says they aU breathed the “They tad to get rid of them, so they 
tiny slivers that floated in the air and trucked 10-15 of them a week to the 
coated surfaces. mill to be sawed up.

MOUTH MASKS were made available 
to the workers, Rocco says.
, "But you couldn't wear a mask 
around those saws,” says Rocco, who 
was placed on medical disability last 
spring. "They obscured your vision. 
One slip and you could lose a finger.”

Rocco is all in favor of a thorough 
investigation of worker^ fears that 
something in the dust til the wood 
shops, a chemical or some other 
agent, is causing cancer.

“1 had two strikes on me," he says.
“There was the smoking (he says 

he smoked two packages of cigarets a 
day) and there was the dust in the air 
all the time.

"And there was fumes from burn­
ing wood. It would get hot on the rip 
saws and smoke. You’d smell it all the 
time.

“After some jobs we’d dig the dust 
out of our eyes, ears and nose ... it 
must have got into our lungs. Dirty 
brown goo, I called it.”

“THEY WERE covered with dust, rat 
droppings, garbage and old oil, and it 
took six men to handle them. One 
guided them through the saw, and 
the rest of u held on.

ROCCO SAYS workers used air com­
pression hoses to try to get the saw­
dust off their clothing before they 
went home, but that they were 
unsuccessful

"There always was a film of dust,” 
he said.

Union-management work studies 
were made after complaints of possi­
ble health hazards in the mill, Rocco 
says, but does not recall many correc­
tive measures.

He says he remembers a dust 
removal system which failed to work 
efficiently.

One job the workers complained 
about involved very Urge modaU of 
automotive parts.

•They must have weighed 500

"You wouldn't believe the amount 
of dust generated. It would get ao 
thick you couldn’t see ... and some­
times we had to stop for awhile until 
it cleared.”

Rocco speaks quietly and calmly. 
He aays he feels a constant pain in 
bis left side that never will go away, 
and that he gets short of breath be­
cause one lung cannot do the work of 
two.

After GM refused his request for 
an easier job, he filed a workers’ com­
pensation suit. He says he would 
rather work than accept his medical 
disability.

Rocco’s family faced his cancer 
surgery realistically because, he 
says, they knew it had to be done. 
There w«e ao tears, just fear.

T just didn’t think it could happen 
to me — 1 was scared stiff,” he re­
calls. T told the doctor maybe we 
shouldn’t rush to operate, but be said 
we bad to do it right away. Now Vm. 
glad I got it in time.”

ROCCO AND MS wife, Angeline, dis­
cussed finances, what they would do 
if he failed to survive surgery and 
bow they would pay off debts. All of 
his savings were depleted, he says.

She has taken a part-time job at a 
cafeteria.

T was making between $10 and $11 
an hour, now I’m getting $S80 a 
month pension,” he says. T can’t col­
lect Social Security because they say I 
can still work.

“But G>f says I cant'

Creditors slap suits 

against State Police
Continued ftom Rage 1R

Any bills not covered by tbe trans­
fer will be paid out of the budget for 
the new fiscal year, Molenda said.

State Police Director Gerald L 
Hough blamed the budget shortfall 
on nnantid^ted increases in the 
costs of gasoline and auto repairs.

STATE TROOPERS have been oireci- 
ed to save gasoline and avoid the 
same fiscal problem this year by in­
creasing "sutionary patrol” — the 
amount of time a car is not moving— 
to a half hour out of each hour. Over­
time also has been reduced.

"We’re going to wait and see if this 
transfer of funds hrough,” said
Gobeyn, owner e Bridgeport
Standard service ....ion near Sagi­
naw. “But if it doesn’t. I’m going to 
v...r* «mv* action.

brpad age range makes the medi- ear 
cal detective WOTk more difficult, set

tend to get my money.”
Gobeyn said the state owes him 

$14,789 for repairs done from June 
through October on State Police cars 
from the Bridgeport post 

Molenda estimated the department 
owes delinquent payments to “sever­
al hundred to 1,000” businesses 
around tbe state; midnly gas stations, 
garages, auto dealers and parts sup­
pliers.

T asked one of our people to 
compile a list of who we owe money 
to,” Molenda said, "and tbe list turn­
ed out to be 69 pages long."

MOST OF THE shortfall—about $1.4 
million — is in a catch-all account 
called the "orm services contrac­
tual send pplies and materials
account.” pposed to cover gaso­
line, auto repairs, utilities and 
various supplies.
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FIOIUIIf you’ie going to Florida, no one gives you mote cities 

than Eastern.
'Every day we offer nonstops to Miami, Tampa/St. Pete 

Qeaiwater. And the only morning nonstop to Orlando, he
Walt Disney Wirld Vacation Kii^m.

W: have daily through service to Fort Myers and Sara 
Bradenton. And service to 8 other Fbrida cities every day.

SAVE40%T050%.
^ give you ctmvenient service and our Super &ver 

save you money. Whether you’ie travelling on business or 
Everywhere we fly in the continental U.S., you’ll save 40*^ 
daycoach feres, every day, and 50% off daycoach feres eve. 
fly at night. Just buy your round-trip ticket 7 days in advar 
plan to stay at least a Friday night. T That’s all there is to it

At E^em Airlines, we’re more than planes. Vife’re f 
doing our best to serve you. Because we know if we want \ 
again and again we have to earn our wings every day.

For reservations and information about feiK, call yo 
agent or Eastern Airlines at 965-8200 in Detroit.

WFVE EXPANDED OUR SERVICE OlfT W
Eastern can fly you to 12 western cities too, via Adaeastern can tty you to u western cities too, via Aua 

expanding west in a big way. Our newest service is to All 
Phoenix and Tucson. And, starting iri December to Dem

sr Saver coach seats are limited and ryjt available on every flight or ove 
ay periods Maximum stay « 80 days tTravellers originating on a Sa' 
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ROUTING AND'TRANSMITTAL SLIP
' TO o/fic9 tymbol or iocmtton)

William H. Sanders III, Director 
Surveillance & Analysid Division 5/S

COORDINATIOM

Lee Townsend, Chief, Environmental
Emergency & Investigations Branch

INroHMATION

PCM CON VCNSATI

• ICNATUNC

REMARKS

Lee:
Attached is news clip on woodworking cancer 

ths. While the main problem is OSHA/NIOSH related. 
Her news clips identify some sources of the wood/ 

plastic assembly as Evans Products of Grand Rapids and 
Koppers Co. location unspecified. Evans is an NPDES 
permittee. Koppers Co. in the Reed City, MI area was 
Identified as being on the oversight committee's list 
(according to news reports) of potential hazardous 
waste dump sites. Other articles mentioned formalde­
hyde in connection with the "wood". Please advise if 
you want the earlier news clips on this topic.

Robert M. Buckley

cc: Constantelos/Bremer 5/AHM
U^yson/Pratt 5/E 

A. R. Winklhofer, EDO
Do NOT use this form as a RECORD of approvals, coocurreoces, 

disapprovals, clearances, and similar actions

^PM^N^sTRIcrOFFICE
9311 GROH ROAD
GROSSE ILE. Ml 4813ft________

11/14/79

OPTIONAL FORM 41
AUaUST Its?
eSA PPMR ( 4ICrR} 100-11.20*

.ra-ia-aiMt-i su-ios
SO4I-I0I




